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Salvadoran Human Rights Commission Leader Murdered
by Deborah Tyroler
Category/Department: General
Published: Wednesday, October 28, 1987
At about 6:40 a.m. on Oct. 26, Herbert Ernesto Anaya Sanabria, head of the non-governmental
Salvadoran Human Rights Commission (CDHES) was killed by two gunmen in a pickup truck while
accompanying his children to school. The assailants, firing 9 milimeter automatic weapons equipped
with silencers, shot the 32-year-old official at point-blank range. There was no immediate claim of
responsibility for the killing. Four shots were fired; two to his left side, one to his right, and one to
the back of his head that passed through the left temple. Military officials said the assailants fired on
Anaya outside his home in the Zacamil district of the capital as he prepared to enter his car, military
officials said. A police official, who spoke on condition of anonymity, said Anaya died almost
instantly. Police and military officials said they had no immediate clue as to the identity of the
gunmen, or the motive behind the killing. The children, a girl and a boy, were not hurt. Anaya was
the only surviving member of the group of Salvadorans who founded the commission in 1977, and
the fourth CDHES leader killed since 1980. For security reasons, the commission keeps the identities
of its members secret except for spokesmen and a few leaders. Anaya was one of the staunchest
critics of the government and the armed forces. He often charged the government with human
rights abuses and accused the military of organizing death squads. The Salvadoran government and
armed forces and the State Department have often charged that Anaya and his group are nothing
more than fronts for the leftist guerrillas. The Treasury Police arrested Anaya on May 26, 1986, on
suspicion of secretly collaborating with the rebels. He was tortured, and held in Mariona Prison
without trial for several months. According to the Associated Press, he was freed late last year. In
contrast, other sources, including the East Bay Sanctuary Covenant (Oakland, Ca.), reported that
he was freed in February this year, result of a prisoner exchange. Since his release, Anaya showed
videos of interviews with political prisoners on television several times while denouncing humanrights violations. In recent months, Anaya had received numerous death threats. His father was
captured and interrogated about his son by the National Guard in March. On June 3, his home was
surrounded by heavily armed men in civilian clothes; friends escorted him to safety. [Maria Victoria
Hernandez Gonzalez, a Commission worker, and her mother were captured by security forces
on Oct. 11, and Hernandez is now in prison. The Commission offices have been under constant
surveillance by death squad vehicles and have received telephoned death threats almost daily.]
Anaya's father, Rafael Lopez, told reporters on Monday that his son was being watched by men
the father did not identify, and had received several anonymous death threats because of his work
with the commission. Lopez said, "He had had a premonition, and when he talked about it, he
told me, `Look father, they are going to kill me.'" The CDHES is holding the death squads and the
government responsible for the assassination. A spokesman for the commission, Miguel Angel
Montenegro, said at a news conference, "All the responsibility for this assassination falls on the
armed forces high command, the security agencies and the government itself." Referring to the
Central American peace plan, which seeks negotiation between the government and the rebels,
Montenegro said the assassination "in no way contributes to the search for peace." A government
spokesman, Roberto Viera, told a news conference: "This irrational act reflects the level of hate
and rancor that exists in the hearts and minds of some Salvadorans" and added that "some most
obscure and black intentions" were afoot to scuttle the peace plan. In a statement distributed to
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the press, the rebel Democratic Revolutionary Front said: "What sense is there in talking about
democratization, cease-fires, political participation when the government continues waging a dirty
war with its death squads against unarmed civilians?" The FDR represents a dozen underground
leftist movements. The murder occurred the day after the CDHES, other human rights groups,
and church leaders publicly announced their opposition to President Jose Napoleon Duarte's
new amnesty law as part of the regional peace process. According to their public statements, the
new amnesty law "would make it impossible to prosecute death squads responsible for 40,000
slayings, including that of Archbishop Oscar Romero." The law would grant amnesty for "any crime
committed by anyone for the motive, occasion or as a consequence of the armed conflict, without
taking into consideration militancy or affiliation or ideology on either side." "It is a disastrous law
from the human rights point of view," said a spokesman for the New York-based human rights
group Americas Watch. "It sets a horrible legal precedent because it would grant amnesty to
soldiers and officers who killed innocent civilians during military operations." (Basic data from
several reports by AP, UPI, Prensa Latina, East Bay Sanctuary Covenant)
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